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How Los Alamos helped extend the life of the W76 warhead for the U.S. 
Navy  
 
Originally designed by Los Alamos, the W76 entered the stockpile in 1978. Thousands of 
Los Alamos employees have helped modernize it.   

Teamwork and dedication 

The Department of Energy’s National Nuclear Security Administration (NNSA) celebrated the 

completion of the Program of Record for the W76-1 Mk 4A Life Extension Program (LEP) on 

Jan. 24 at the Pantex Plant in Amarillo, Texas. 

The W76-1 is a modernized W76-0 warhead, which is a submarine-launched ballistic missile 

system first introduced into the stockpile for the U.S. Navy in 1978. This LEP has strengthened 

the safety and security of the United States and its allies by extending the warhead’s service life 

for another 20 years.  

"A great deal of teamwork and dedication went into this incredible achievement. People all 

across our country did their part to make the delivery of this refurbished warhead possible and 

they did it ahead of schedule and under budget," said U.S. Secretary of Energy Rick Perry. 

 

The LEP has been underway since 2008 and, in partnership with the Navy, every one of 

NNSA’s Nuclear Security Enterprise’s labs, plants and sites contributed to this major 

modernization program. 

 
Contributions of Los Alamos  

At Los Alamos National Laboratory, thousands of employees have been involved in the 

modernization effort. All the physics component design and engineering, and much of the 

qualification work, were performed at Los Alamos. 

 

"This is one of the most significant accomplishments for Los Alamos National Laboratory since 

the end of the Cold War," said James Owen, associate director for Weapons Engineering. "This 



achievement can only be done through the concerted efforts of an entire Laboratory. I’d 

personally like to thank every employee at the Laboratory who contributed to this important 

project." 

 

The W76 warhead was originally designed by Los Alamos. There are more W76 warheads in 

the U.S. nuclear stockpile than any other type of warhead.  

 

In addition to Secretary Perry and NNSA Administrator Lisa Gordon-Hagerty, Department of 

Defense, state and local dignitaries and representatives from across the Nuclear Security 

Enterprise attended the Jan. 24 commemoration at the Pantex Plant. Laboratory Director Thom 

Mason, Deputy Director of Weapons Bob Webster, James Owen and several Los Alamos 

employees associated with the W76 program were present. 

 

"I am proud of the leadership Los Alamos exhibited, from originally designing the W76 warhead 

to breathing new life into it through an arduous modernization effort," Director Mason said. "This 

was a decade-long effort that drew on employees from different parts of the Lab and 

demonstrated steadfast dedication to our national security mission." 

 
More modernization efforts underway  

The nation’s nuclear warheads are now at their lowest number since the 1950s, according to a 

recent NNSA report to Congress. Meanwhile, the average warhead age has climbed steadily, 

hovering above 30 years old.  

 

NNSA tracks the age of each weapon as well as the age of each component within every 

nuclear weapon. "The age of each weapon is taken from the day that final assembly at the 

Pantex Plant is completed," explains an NNSA report, and following a major LEP “the weapon is 

certified by the national security laboratories for an additional 20-30 years, depending on the 

weapon type and modernization conducted." 

 



Los Alamos designed five of the seven types of warheads in the U.S. nuclear stockpile, which 

provides the nation — and its allies — with a safe, secure and effective deterrent to deal with 

21st century security challenges. 

 

Los Alamos, along with Sandia National Laboratories, is responsible for the W78 warhead and 

B61 bomb, and the submarine-launched W76 and W88 warheads. As with the W76, Los 

Alamos is leading the effort to modernize the B61-12 and the W88, with a target completion 

date of 2024. 

 

"The success we’ve achieved on the W76-1 is a testament to our ability across the Nuclear 

Security Enterprise to deliver on commitments to the Department of Defense, Congress and the 

American people,” said Gordon-Hagerty. “With this proven path forward, we will continue to 

make progress on our other modernization programs, including the B61-12, W80-4 and the W88 

Alteration 370." 
 

 
Captions: 
 
A W76-1 test assembly is subjected to a shock wave, ensuring the system can survive a variety 
of stresses. 

On Jan. 24, NNSA Administrator Lisa Gordon-Hagerty tweeted this photo, saying "Congrats to 
@PantexPLant and the entire #nuclear security enterprise on completing the W76-1 LEP ahead 
of schedule and within budget."  

The W76 is delivered via the Trident II, D5 submarine-launched ballistic missile. This image 
shows the D5 being tested.  
 


